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Preface

From the Co-Chairs of the Task Force on Climate Change, Vulnerable Communities and Adaptation

While government representatives negotiate international policy frameworks to limit greenhouse gas emis-
sions, and researchers continue to debate the science and impacts of climate change, climate-induced
changes to physical and biological systems are already being detected. Retreating glaciers, longer growing
seasons, shifting eco-zones and thawing permafrost have all been observed in different regions around the
world. Compounded by human pressures and modifications to the environment, these changes threaten to
further entrench global inequities, as those with the least stand to suffer the most. There is a pressing need
to develop response measures that will address current development disparities and protect vulnerable com-
munities from the longer-term impacts of climate change.

In 2001, TUCN - The World Conservation Union, the International Institute for Sustainable
Development (IISD) and the Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) joined forces to launch an interna-
tional research and policy initiative on Climate Change, Vulnerable Communities and Adaptation. Guided
by a multi disciplinary Task Force, this initiative represents a confluence of four distinct, yet decidedly rel-
evant, communities working on vulnerability reduction in the face of climate change. These experts—from
the fields of disaster risk reduction, climate change, conservation and poverty reduction—first met follow-
ing the release of the IPCC Working Group IIs latest assessment of climate change impacts, adaptation and
vulnerability and the conclusion of the Marrakech Accords to the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). In view of the expanding body of knowledge on climate change impacts
and new funding opportunities for climate change adaptation, the Task Force set in motion a collaborative
effort to inform and influence how the world undertakes and invests in climate change adaptation.

The Task Force believes that adaptation must be rooted in reducing vulnerabilities, and some of the greatest
opportunities for this lie in ecosystem management and restoration activities. By protecting and enhancing
natural services, we help to secure the livelihoods of the world’s most vulnerable communities and improve
their capacity to deal with the impacts of climate change.

How can activities such as watershed restoration in India, the rehabilitation of mangrove plantations in
Vietnam, or agroecological practices in Honduras enable local communities to adapt to the impacts of a
changing climate? How do they address current gaps in adaptation policies? How do we integrate these
activities into national climate change adaptation strategies? This publication provides a basis for answering
these and other questions by articulating the conceptual foundations of the IUCN/IISD/SEI project and
the issues that will be addressed through the work program.

We hope this paper is useful in providing a framework for those researchers, policy-makers and community
groups seeking to take action on adaptation. The partnering institutions and Task Force members look for-
ward to working with all stakeholders in finding innovative and sustainable ways of responding to our
changing global climate.

H.E. Lionel Hurst,
Ambassador of Antigua and Barbuda to the U.S. and Organization of American States

Achim Steiner,

Director General, [UCN — The World Conservation Union
March 2003
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Executive Summary

Whatever happens to future greenhouse gas emissions, we are now locked into inevitable changes to climate
patterns. Adaptation to climate change is therefore no longer a secondary and long-term response option
only to be used as a last resort. It is now prevalent and imperative, and for those communities already vul-
nerable to the impacts of present day climate hazards, an urgent imperative.

Successful adaptation must be accomplished through actions that target and reduce the vulnerabilities poor
people now face, as they are likely to become more prevalent as the climate changes. This approach calls for
a convergence of four distinct communities who have long been tackling the issue of vulnerability reduction
through their respective activities—disaster risk reduction, climate and climate change, environmental man-
agement, and poverty reduction. Bringing these communities together and offering a common platform—
and a shared vocabulary—from which to develop an integrated approach to climate change adaptation can
provide an opportunity to revisit some of the intractable problems of environment and development.

The starting point for this convergence is a common understanding of the concepts of adaptation, vulner-
ability, resilience, security, poverty and livelihoods, as well as an understanding of the gaps in current adap-
tation approaches. Taken together, they indicate a need—and an opening—for adaptation measures based
on the livelihood activities of poor and vulnerable communities. This places the goal of poverty reduction
at the centre of adaptation, as the capabilities and assets that comprise people’s livelihoods often shape
poverty as well as the ability to move out of poverty.

This “bottom-up” approach therefore requires an understanding of how livelihoods are conducted and sus-
tained—that is, how resources are mobilized to earn an income and meet basic needs. Central to both the
definition of livelihoods and household resilience are livelihood assets, i.e., the means of production avail-
able to a given individual or group that can be used to generate material resources sufficient enough to
reduce poverty. The greater and more varied the asset base, the more sustainable and secure the livelihood.
There are generally five forms of livelihood assets: natural capital, social-political capital, human capital,
physical capital and financial capital. Taken together, these assets largely determine how people will respond
to the impacts of climate change, and should therefore form the basis of adaptation strategies.

While all of these assets are important, natural resources are particularly important for the poorest and most
vulnerable communities in the world. The poor are more heavily dependent on ecosystem services and
therefore most severely affected by deteriorating environmental conditions and factors limiting resource
access. While climate change is not the only threat to natural resources and livelihoods, climate-induced
changes to resource flows will affect the viability of livelihoods unless effective measures are taken to pro-
tect and diversify them through adaptation and other strategies. For the poorest and most vulnerable, these
strategies should include ecosystem management and restoration activities such as watershed restoration,
agroecology, reef protection and rangeland rehabilitation. In fact, these activities can represent “win-win”
approaches to climate change adaptation, as they serve immediate needs and bring immediate benefits to
local communities while also contributing to longer-term capacity development that will create a basis for
reducing future vulnerabilities.

If adaptation strategies should reflect the dynamics of peoples’ livelihoods, then adaptation must be seen as
a process that is itself adaptive and flexible to address locally-specific and changing circumstances. The
responsibility for adaptation lies with those who stand to gain the most. While those with the least capaci-
ty to adapt are the most vulnerable, they are also the most likely and most motivated to take conscious adap-
tation actions. For the poor and vulnerable, the actions that they take will be constrained by their limited
assets and capabilities, but they will also be the most appropriate given the specific local manifestations of
climate change impacts. These actions should be supported by external agencies to build up the asset base
of the poor.



Moreover, adaptation should be mainstreamed into wider development processes rather than separated into
isolated measures funded and executed discretely. Institutional capacity must be strengthened in order to
lessen the gaps between local and national processes, and between formal and informal patterns of eco-
nomic activity and resource management. Addressing these disconnections will help to ensure the effective
participation and empowerment of poor communities in key adaptation decisions, allowing for the inclu-
sion of non-structural approaches rooted in community-based patterns of resource management in these
decisions.

For poor people and poor countries dealing with many urgent needs and many immediate problems that
demand attention and investment, we must offer a process for identifying those “win-win” options that
address current realities and assist with long-term adaptation to climate change. This process can be based
on three general steps: 1) understanding vulnerability-livelihood interactions; 2) establishing the legal, pol-
icy and institutional framework through which adaptation measures can be implemented; and 3) develop-
ing a national climate change adaptation strategy, including reform measures and investment options.



I

What Can Adaptation

Really Achieve?

The debate over climate change has now reached a
stage where all but the most extreme contrarians
accept that, whatever happens to future green-
house gas emissions, we are now locked into
inevitable changes to climate patterns. Many,
including the scientists working with the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,
(IPCC), have concluded that these changes are
already underway. The emergence of this consen-
sus has led to increasing attention being paid to
the issue of how to respond. In the early years of
the new millennium the idea of adaptation has
caught the attention of scientists, environment
and development specialists, diplomats and nego-
tiators, and, increasingly, many civil society organ-
izations. The use of adaptation offers a chance to
bring a fresh and more successful approach to
some of the key problems of the global environ-
ment and the needs and problems faced by the
world’s poorest people. The opportunity must be
seized and promoted if any significant part of this
promise is to be realized.

This paper describes and explains this newfound
enthusiasm for adaptation, specifically within the
context of climate change, and gives clarity to key
concepts in what is potentially an area where mis-
understanding and confusion abound. In doing so,
the paper challenges the very macro-perspective that
is implicit in many people’s thinking on these issues.
For too long the whole climate change debate has
focused at the global level, both in terms of global
climate and in relation to the global economic and
political system. When considering adaptation,
starting from this perspective misses the point.
Adaptation is about—and must build from—the
actions of people, especially the poorest people who
are the most vulnerable and most likely to actively
adapt. It is this perspective—the human experi-
ence—that drives the analysis in this paper.

The paper itself reflects the discussions held
through a Task Force meeting organized in
November 2001 by IUCN - The World

Conservation Union, the International Institute

for Sustainable Development (IISD) and the
Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI). The Task
Force was formed as a non-governmental response
to the emergence of adaptation as the leading issue
in the global climate change debate. It seeks to
inform and challenge conventional wisdom in this
field, and in particular, to bring together the dif-
ferent perspectives needed for successful adapta-
tion. These perspectives come from four main
constituencies—disaster  reduction,  climate
change action, biodiversity conservation and
poverty alleviation—each with their own under-
standings of and responses to the climate change
dilemma. Drawing from each of their experiences
and emerging priorities, the Task Force identified
the need for an integrated approach to climate
change adaptation based on the livelihoods of vul-
nerable communities.

The Task Force specified the following objectives:

1. To make and demonstrate a compelling case
for an alternative approach to climate change
adaptation based on vulnerability reduction.

2. Specifically, to promote natural resource-
based approaches for the reduction of vulner-
abilities. These approaches should provide
multiple benefits: they should generate imme-
diate economic returns to poor people, sus-
tain and diversify their livelihoods, conserve
ecosystems and, where possible, sequester car-
bon.

3. To offer convincing demonstrations of how
on-the-ground livelihood activities can link
with policy processes to reduce existing and
future climate-related vulnerabilities that
poor people face in different parts of the
world.

4. To identify multi-stakeholder, participatory
processes that form the basis for the selection,
implementation and appraisal of adaptation
strategies. It is assumed that national govern-
ments, multilateral and bilateral development
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agencies and banks, the private sector, the sci-
entific community, civil society and other
stakeholders will participate in the implemen-
tation process.

5. To critique the prevalent policy approach for
addressing adaptation, especially the artificial
distinction between climate change and cli-
mate variability, and the assumption that
adaptation needs to focus on global rather
than local processes.

These objectives will be met through a three-year
work program involving analysis, consultations,
and policy and advocacy efforts. This paper serves
as an introduction to the Task Force’s program,
elucidating the conceptual underpinnings that
inform its activities. Broadly speaking, we situate
the IUCN/IISD/SEI initiative within the ongoing
climate change adaptation debates and identify the
institutional niche we seek to fill.

Our starting point for this discussion is adapta-
tion, an idea that in itself is not new. The concept
has a long pedigree in the natural sciences going
back at least to Charles Darwin’s 7he Origin of
Species. It has also been used extensively in the
social sciences as a synonym for response to social,
economic and technical as well as environmental
change. There is therefore a considerable body of
established knowledge as well as ongoing research
into adaptation, although it is not always identi-
fied by that name. This knowledge can provide a
basis for a new vision of development in which
adaptation is seen not as an unfortunate necessity

in the face of adversity but as a positive embracing
of opportunity for beneficial change.

What is new today is the understanding that adap-
tation can be used as a key and a lever to help open
and drive a new effort with renewed motivation. It
also captures the idea that adaptation for develop-
ment and poverty reduction is everybody’s busi-
ness. There is a role for international development
assistance in adaptation, but the fundamental
drive must come from those who do the adapting.
The appeal of adaptation is that it puts the respon-
sibility in the hands of those who stand to gain the
most, whether that be individuals, families, com-
munities or nations. The role of development
assistance and of global environmental agreements
must be to facilitate adaptation, to help build
capacity and to share in the removal of obstacles.
Adaptation therefore requires partnerships; capac-
ity building; the involvement of a wide range of
stakeholders; motivation at all levels; and, above

all, political will.

Of course, adaptation itself is a term that has been
given many different meanings. This is discussed
in Section II. The focus of our approach is that
adaptation to climate change must start today,
through actions to target and reduce the vulnera-
bilities that poor people now face. The concept of
vulnerability itself is also variously used and inter-
preted. It is similarly elaborated in the next sec-
tion. Suffice it to say here that exposure to climate-
related hazards such as the threat of floods,
droughts, cyclones and mudslides, as well as the
impacts of variable and unpredictable rainfall,
declining access to resources from aquatic ecosys-
tems and others, contribute to vulnerability.
Vulnerability in the face of climate hazards is wide-
spread. The impacts of present day climate hazards
are already considerable, and they pose immediate
and formidable challenges. These are likely to
become even more prevalent as the climate
changes. This sets the context within which adap-
tation to climate change must be considered: the
widely-shared and adopted view is that poverty
eradication and vulnerability reduction are the
priority concerns. This requires the improved
management and reduction of the risks to which
all people, including the poorest, are exposed.

The current growth of interest in adaptation
began with the use of the term in the UNFCCC
signed in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. For most of the
1990s, the negotiations under the Convention
focused upon the need to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and the stabilization of greenhouse gas
concentrations in the atmosphere, leading to the
signing of the Kyoto Protocol, which still awaits



final ratification before coming into force. During
these negotiations, it became increasingly clear
that some climate change cannot be avoided and
that the target of stabilization will be difficult to
achieve in the short or medium term even if the
targets of the first commitment period of the
Kyoto Protocol were to be achieved in full and on
time. At the same time, IPCC reports have con-
firmed that climate change is now being detected.
The view of adaptation has now therefore
changed. It is no longer a secondary and long-term
option to be used only as a last resort. Adaptation
is now everywhere an imperative, and in some
places an urgent imperative.

From the beginning of the climate negotiations, it
has been accepted that adaptation has some role to
play in reducing vulnerability to climate change.
Initially this was thought to be quite small and
limited, but as understanding of the implications
of climate change has grown, the perceived role of
adaptation has correspondingly increased.
Adaprtation is not a substitute for mitigation (the
stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations),
but it is now understood to include adaptation to
climate variability and extremes as well as long-
term change in climate means. It is also recognized
that, to be effective, adaptation to climate change
should be integrated into national economic and
social development, and that it should be harmo-
nized at policy and practical levels with other envi-
ronmental management activities especially in the
areas of land and water management, health, the
conservation of biodiversity and the protection
and development of the earth’s wetlands, forests

and drylands.

Such objectives are easy to state but difficult to
achieve in practice. The applied research and
development activity formulated in this document
by the IUCN/IISD/SEI Task Force is in direct
response to this need and proposes a “learn by
doing” approach in which policy analysis and the
identification and assessment of climate change
adaptation measures are associated with practical
and ongoing development activities. This
approach is shaped by the concepts and relation-
ships presented in the subsequent discussion.
Accordingly, Section II defines and elaborates
some of the key concepts in the debates, including
“vulnerability,” “resilience” and “security.” Section
I briefly outlines the emerging climate “regime,”
that is the institutions, programs and agreements
now in place and being developed especially at
national and international levels. It is shown that
agreements hammered out at the international
level and supported financially and technically

have often fallen short of expectations, and threat-
en to continue to undermine the best intentions.
Section IV takes up the question of livelihoods
and explains how it can be linked with adaptation
to help create empowerment, capacity and moti-
vation for development. Section V' characterizes
some of the main elements in the adaptation
process and provides a provisional diagnosis of the
issues and the obstacles that must be addressed.
This is followed by a strategic framework for adap-
tation in Section VI, which offers a three-stage
process for developing adaptation strategies. We
then end the discussion in Section VII with some

final thoughts.

Adaptation is not proposed as a panacea for the
world’s ills. We are convinced that it does offer a
new opening to revisit some long-standing prob-
lems of environment and development in an inno-
vative way. The consortium of organizations
involved in this initiative is committed to the vig-
orous pursuit of this opportunity and invites oth-
ers to engage in the effort.

Vietnam Makong
Delta Floods
(November 2000).
Photo: Viet
Tank/International
Red Cross
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The Keystone Concepts

In this section, we define the core concepts needed
to understand how poor and vulnerable communi-
ties are able to adapt to variable and changing cli-
mate patterns. Indeed, even this first sentence con-
tains several concepts that need to be explained very
clearly if we are to see more light and less heat in this
debate. As stated earlier, clarity is needed in part
because the issues we discuss here have traditionally
been discussed by four distinct communites:

1. Disaster Risk Reduction: people and institu-
tions involved in preparedness, mitigation
and prevention activities associated with
extreme events. These include hazard forecast-
ing and immediate relief efforts for major dis-
asters resulting from floods, cyclones and, in
some cases, pollution events. This communi-
ty is being enlarged to include specialists in
the longer-term strategy of disaster prevention
by anticipatory actions such as improved
land-use planning, the establishment and
enforcement of higher building codes, and
modes of cost sharing such as insurance.

2. Climate and Climate Change: initially this
was constituted by the world’s meteorological
community and has now expanded to include
a wide range of biological and geophysical sci-
entists, social scientists, economists and oth-
ers. This community now includes people
concerned with current weather variability
and extremes as well as the projected changes
in long-term climate.

Environmental Management: this commu-
nity includes a wide-ranging set of people and
institutions that deal with overall environ-
mental issues and specific aspects of environ-
mental management such as water resources
and the conservation of forests. One charac-
teristic of this set of stakeholders is that it is
itself extremely disparate and fragmented.
Foresters do not communicate sufficiently
with water managers, and even within a sector
such as water, many individuals and institu-
tions (within and out of government) often
have little contact with each other. It is more
evidence of the well-known phenomena of
the division of labour and the growth of spe-
cialization, which is itself an adaptation to the
complexity of the contemporary world.

4. Poverty Reduction: also engages a wide and
diverse spectrum of specialists. Recently the
greater focus on poverty in national and
donor policy agendas has led to specific initia-
tives such as the Poverty Reduction Strategy
Papers that are led primarily by economic
agencies and that are instrumental in defining
the context in which many other aspects of
policies aimed at the needs and vulnerabilities
of poor people are set.

All four of these communities are central to the
issues being discussed here. Each community has
its own perspectives, its own processes and its own
usage of many of the key concepts involved in any
discussion of adaptation by poor communities to
climate change. A common conceptual frame-
work along the lines of what we propose is
required to bring them together and, in particular,
to help facilitate the key goal of ensuring that
adaptation is mainstreamed into their respective
sets of activities. The framework is one that reflects
the need to build adaptation from the micro-,
human level, rather than from the macro-, struc-
turalist perspective that has dominated thinking in
much of the climate, disaster and resource man-
agement fields. This framework is premised on the



belief that addressing existing vulnerabilities is the
most effective way to address the impacts that cli-
mate change is likely to bring. The starting point
is a convergence in the common vocabulary for
the keystone concepts of adaptation, vulnerability,
resilience, security, poverty and livelihoods.

Adaprtation is the ability to respond and adjust to
actual or potential impacts of changing climate
conditions in ways that moderate harm or takes
advantage of any positive opportunities that the
climate may afford. It includes policies and meas-
ures to reduce exposure to climate variability and
extremes, and the strengthening of adaptive capac-
ity. Adaptation can be anticipatory, where systems
adjust before the initial impacts take place, or it
can be reactive, where change is introduced in
response to the onset of impacts.

Adaprtation takes place at all levels, from changes
to global systems through changes at national or
regional levels to adaptations made by local com-
munities and individuals. The development of
adaptation strategies needs to recognize this and
define the appropriate mix of actions at these dif-
ferent levels. It can be planned, where pre-medi-
tated decisions that reflect an awareness of impacts
are made, or it can be autonomous, where people
or natural systems adjust to climate impacts with-
out conscious planning decisions. Understanding
these autonomous responses is particularly impor-
tant in defining the best approach to adaptation,
as in many cases they will significantly change our
expectations of what will happen in the future.
They also represent major policy opportunities
that must not be neglected, as policies such as
stimuli to markets or the dissemination of tech-
nology opportunities can be more effective, less
expensive and far less demanding on limited insti-
tutional capabilities than approaches that solely
rely upon planned interventions.

Holling (2001) introduces the idea of the adaptive
cycle, which links different time and spatial frame-
works within which adaptation should take place.
Holling identifies three core characteristics that
shape the cycle, and can therefore shape the
responses of ecosystems and people to crisis. These
properties are:

B The inherent potential of a system that is avail-
able for change. This defines the range of pos-
sible options for the future and can be thought
of as the inherent “wealth” of the system;

B The internal controllability of the system,
which reflects the degree of connectedness
between internal controlling variables and
processes, along with the degree of rigidity or

Box 1

Mangrove Rehabilitation in Vietham

In Vietnam, tropical cyclones have caused a considerable loss of
livelihood resources, particularly in coastal communities.
Although managing coastal resources has great social and eco-
nomic importance, the country has a limited ability to protect
coastal areas against weather hazards. In future decades, cli-
mate change may increase the risk of tropical storms as well as
their frequency and severity. The relative uncertainty surround-
ing anticipated climate change impact, however, makes it dif-
ficult for decision-makers to justify increased costs for protec-
tion. Under such circumstances, it is important to adopt pre-
cautionary adaptation approaches that minimize future risk
and reduce existing vulnerability.

Mangrove ecosystem rehabilitation along much of Vietham'’s
coastline represents such an approach. Mangrove wetlands
provide enhanced physical protection from storms and are a
reservoir for carbon sequestration; they also provide a resource
base for local livelihoods and income generation. Since 1994,
the Vietnam National Chapter of the Red Cross has worked
with local communities to plant and protect mangrove forests
in northern Vietnam. Nearly 12,000 hectares of mangroves
have been planted. The benefits have been staggering.
Although planting and protecting the mangroves cost approx-
imately US$1.1 million, it saved US$7.3 million per year in dike
maintenance. During the devastating typhoon Wukong in
2000, project areas remained unharmed while neighbouring
provinces suffered huge losses in lives, property and liveli-
hoods. The Vietnam Red Cross estimates that some 7,750 fam-
ilies have benefited from mangrove rehabilitation. Family
members can now earn additional income from selling crabs,
shrimp and mollusks while increasing the protein in their diets.

Source: International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 2001. World
Disasters Report: Focus on Reducing Risk. Geneva: IFRC.

flexibility of these controls. According to
Holling, this property determines the degree
to which a system can control its own destiny;
and

B The adaptive capacity: the resilience of the
system to unpredictable shocks. Holling sees
this as the opposite of the vulnerability of the

system.

Adaptation strategies should be based on these
three general properties—wealth, controllability
and adaptive capacity—as they relate to different
scales and contexts. They should include local
actions taken by the poor themselves in response
to changing market or environmental conditions
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supported by larger-scale, planned responses by
government or other institutions that provided
adaptation measures that are beyond the control
or capabilities of local communities.

The need for and scale of adaptation reflects the
vulnerability of people and natural systems to dis-
ruption from changes that reflect the impacts of
climate conditions. Vulnerability is a term that is
used in many different ways, usually describing a
condition of susceptibility shaped by exposure,
sensitivity and resilience (Kasperson ez al. 1995).
For poor people, vulnerability is both a condition
and a determinant of poverty, and refers to the
(in)ability of people to avoid, cope with or recover
from the harmful impacts of factors that disrupt
their lives and that are beyond their immediate
control. This includes the impacts of shocks (sud-
den changes such as natural hazards, war or col-
lapsing market prices) and trends (for example,
gradual environmental degradation, oppressive
political systems or deteriorating terms of trade).

In relation to climate change, vulnerability relates
to direct effects such as more storms, lower rainfall
or sea level rises that lead to displacement, and to
indirect effects such as lower productivity from
changing ecosystems or disruption to economic
systems. With the poor being more directly
dependent on ecosystem services and products for
their livelihoods, the vulnerability of natural sys-
tems has profound implications. Any considera-
tion of the need for adaptation to help poor com-
munities to adjust to the effects of climate change
must take account of all of these different forms of
vulnerability. Of course, exactly how climate
change impacts will affect different people in dif-
ferent places is largely unknown—one of the
many uncertainties that surround the climate
change debate. This is because of the uncertainties
inherent in specifying these impacts and because
the vulnerability of people will be affected by

many things beyond climate change.

This does not mean that nothing can be done until
certainty replaces uncertainty, for by then it is gen-
erally too late. Assessments of the likelihood of some
impacts can be made, with these useful in guiding
decisions on adaptation measures, but in many
cases this will not be adequate. Rather than trying
to ameliorate specific impacts, the general principle
should be to reduce the overall vulnerability of poor
people to the shocks and trends that are the conse-
quence of variability in climate conditions.

Central to the understanding of vulnerability is the
concept of resilience. The resilience of poor people
represents their ability to withstand the impact of

the trends and shocks described above, absorbing
them while maintaining function (Folke ez al,
2002). Resilience varies greatly from household to
household even in one locality. It is determined by
two characteristics of peoples’ livelihoods: the assets
they possess and the services provided by external
infrastructure and institutions. Both the assets and
the services are extremely broad in their scope.
Assets include the amount and quality of knowl-
edge and labour available to the houschold, the
physical and financial capital they possess, their
social relations and their access to natural resources.
External services includes those provided by flood
control, coastal protection and other infrastructure,
transport and communications, access to credit
and financial systems, access to markets, emergency
relief systems and others.

For many poor people in developing countries,
access to these external services is extremely limit-
ed, so that their resilience is in large part a reflec-
tion of the local asset base. Strategies to strengthen
the resilience of communities, and especially poor
communities, should be based on the most effec-
tive combination of measures to secure and
enhance the community’s asset base and measures
to provide improved external services. What is the
best balance in any one place needs to be deter-
mined through effective assessments of local needs
and capabilities.

Girot (2002) quotes Folke ez al. (2002) to identi-
ty three defining features of resilience in integrated
human-ecological systems:

1. The amount of disturbance a system can
absorb and still remain within the state of
domain of attraction;

2. The degree to which the system is capable of
self-organization versus the lack of organiza-
tion, or organization forces by external fac-
tors; and

3. The degree to which the system can build and
increase the capacity for learning and adapta-
tion (page 12).

This reflects a further characteristic of discussions
on resilience. It can be risk-specific: for example,
the existence of cyclone shelters or the ability of a
farming system to withstand drought. Strategies to
enhance such specific resilience have been the
focus of much attention in adaptation, and tend to
take place where the severity of the risk can clear-
ly be identified and the investments in specific
adaptations shown to be worthwhile. Resilience
can also be general: the ability to withstand the
impacts of shocks and trends that disrupt lives and



livelihoods. Examples of this are the overall health
or economic status of households, the diversity of
livelihood sources, access to savings or credit or the
existence of strong social networks that are sup-
portive whatever the problem. Targeting improve-
ments to general resilience is likely to be most
effective where cither demonstrating investments
in reducing the threat of specific but unpredictable
risks (such as possible changes to future climate in
specific places) is difficult or where households
and communities face multiple vulnerabilities,
including ones not connected with climate or nat-
ural resources. In these cases, it may well be more
effective to improve overall resilience rather than
trying to reduce specific vulnerabilities.

Taken together, the reduction of vulnerabilities
and the improvement of resilience of poor people
to withstand the impacts of climate change will
improve their security: that is, the extent to which
they can live their lives and conduct their liveli-
hoods free from threats. These threats have many
forms. They can be to the very lives of people, with
the incidence of more climate-related disasters
likely to increase in many parts of the world and
particularly an issue in tropical regions where most
of the world’s poor live. Changing climate condi-
tions and rising sea levels are also likely to make
many places uninhabitable unless concerted and
effective adaptation measures are taken, which
could displace many vulnerable people with dev-
astating consequences for their livelihoods and
social relations.

Climate change and associated ecological changes
also pose threats to the viability of many economic
and social structures, even where people are not
displaced or in serious physical risk. This is partic-
ularly true where they will lead to decline in the
availability or quality of natural resources such as
water or land on which the livelihoods of many
poor people are based. This is the ultimate goal of
adaptation processes: to provide security to people
who face greater threats because of changes to the
climate conditions in which they live.

Adaptation, vulnerability, resilience and security
are core ideas familiar to many in the climate and
disaster communities, but often with different
meanings. These concepts are further developed in
the rest of this paper. They are discussed below in
relation to the dynamics of the livelihoods of the
poor, with clear definitions given for both liveli-
hoods and poverty. These two concepts, poverty
and livelihoods, are not normally in the lexicon of
adaptation discussions but are essential if the real
meaning of people-based adaptation is to be
understood.

Traditional approaches to poverty see it as simply
an economic condition (often expressed in rela-
tion to “living on less than $1 or $2 a day for indi-
viduals, or as per capita GNP for nations”). These
views have been replaced by approaches that see
poverty as something that is complex, variable,
multi-dimensional and dynamic. The United

Nations Development Programme’s “Human
Poverty Index” sees poverty as a lack of basic
human capabilities, with the index consisting of
the following indicators: life expectancy, access to
safe water and to health services, literacy and the
proportion of children underweight aged five and
under. A similar vision is reflected in the UN’s
Millennium Development Goals, which stress
health, education, gender and environmental sus-

tainability.

The World Bank’s approach since 2000 stresses
the multi-dimensional character of poverty, with
both the material and non-material aspects being
important. Key elements of poverty are given as
the inability to satisfy basic needs, lack of control
over resources, lack of education and skills, poor
health, malnutrition, lack of shelter and access to
water supply and sanitation, vulnerability to
shocks, and a lack of political freedom and voice.
The World Bank’s approach since 2000 stresses
the multi-dimensional character of poverty, with
both the Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development and Development Assistance
Committee arguing that “poverty, gender and
environment are mutually reinforcing, comple-
mentary and cross-cutting facets of sustainable
development” (Poverty Guidelines 2001), so that

Security: the
extent to which
they can live their
lives and conduct
their livelihoods
free from threats.

Community
contribution -
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Photo courtesy of
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any poverty reduction strategy must focus on gen-
der and environmental issues. Poverty itself is
defined as being rooted in the lack of economic,
human, political, socio-cultural and protective
capabilities. In a joint contribution to the World
Summit on Sustainable Development preparatory
process the European Commission, the
Department for International Development,
UNDP and the World Bank also emphasize the
material and non-material aspects of poverty
including the lack of income and material means,
poor access to services, poor physical security and
the lack of empowerment to engage in political
processes and decisions that affect one’s life. They
focus on livelihoods, health and vulnerability as

three dimensions of poverty reduction.

The new thinking on poverty reflected in the
approach of these and many other international
agencies and national governments has also placed
poverty reduction at the top of the policy agenda.
In almost all cases, actions (including those such as
adaptation to climate change) are expected to
show in direct and material ways how they con-
tribute to poverty reduction. This is as it should
be, for the poor are the hardest hit and the least
able to cope with processes such as climate change
and other forms of environmental jeopardy (just as
they are most vulnerable to negative impacts from
changing economic and political systems). For the
purposes of this paper, these approaches to pover-
ty are consequently important in both the central-
ity of concepts such as vulnerability and in the
expectation that any approach to adaptation
should demonstrate how it is able to target the
needs and potentials of poor people as a first pri-
ority.

Livelihoods is an idea that has been gaining
increasing currency in recent years and is now seen
as fundamental to poverty reduction approaches
around the world. The emergence of livelihoods
approaches has led to new understandings on how
poverty, and the ability to move out of poverty,
reflects the (lack of) capabilities and assets avail-
able to the poor. This includes material assets such
as access to land, other natural resources, financial
capital and credit, tools and inputs into productive
activities and others. It also reflects human capabil-
ities (the knowledge and skills of the family), social
and political factors such as contact networks and
the openness of government institutions and, criti-
cally for our purposes, the capability to withstand
the effects of shocks such as natural disasters. For
most households, and especially for poor people,
these assets are deployed in a series of livelihood
activities: the means through which a household

gains an income and meets its basic needs. This
includes paid employment, but for poor people in
particular it includes the ability to farm and to
exploit common property resources for livestock,
fishing, gathering fuelwood and many other
things. Reliable and secure access to these
resources, to land, water and biotic resources, is
fundamental to the livelihoods of the poor.
Climate-induced changes to resource flows
(whether temporary, reflecting variability or struc-
tural, reflecting change) can fundamentally affect
the viability of the livelihoods of the poor. Indeed,
in many ways this is what climate change impacts
are all about: changes to resource flows critical for
livelihood sustainability.

All of these six concepts—adaptation, vulnerabili-
ty, resilience, security, poverty and livelihoods—
are open to many interpretations. It is hoped that
the explanations given here will provide a basis for
the identification of the most effective processes
through which actions to assist the poor and vul-
nerable to adapt to climate change can be devel-

oped.

Mozambique floods (March 2001). Photo: Christopher
Black/International Red Cross



I
The Current Regime

Under the UNFCCC, a new regime for the pro-
motion of adaptation has slowly been emerging. It
is important to situate the [UCN/IISD/SEI initia-
tive in this context since its concerns are central to
the issue of adaptation and development. Getting
a clearer picture of these trends is a considerable
task that will be undertaken in the future, and
although the final form of this model is far from

set, weaknesses exist.

This paper does not attempt a full analysis of the
praxis of development, but focuses upon two major
shortcomings. These are the wide gulf between
high-level and top-down development work and
needs and actions at the local and community level,
and the lack of integration across socio-economic
sectors, and especially the delay in addressing the
ongoing activities in poverty and vulnerability
reduction in the context of climate change.

The current wave of climate change adaptation
activities started at the first meeting of the
Conference of the Parties to the Framework
Convention (COP-1, Berlin, 1995), where a deci-
sion was taken (Decision 11/CP1) to approach
adaptation in three stages. These stages were
defined as follows:

Stage I — Planning, which includes studies of pos-
sible impacts of climate change, to identify partic-
ularly vulnerable countries or regions and policy
options for adaptation and appropriate capacity

building.

Stage II — Measures, including further capacity
building, which may be taken to prepare for adap-
tation.

Stage III — Measures to facilitate adequate adapta-
tion, including insurance and other adaptation
measures.

Under these provisions, the Global Environment
Facility (GEF), which is the financial mechanism
for the Convention, has met the agreed full costs
for the preparation of First National
Communications under the Convention. In addi-

tion a number of impacts, vulnerability and adap-
tation studies have been carried out including
studies supported by the World Bank in
Bangladesh, the Caribbean and the Pacific Islands.
Studies of impacts have also been carried out in
many countries as part of the United Nations
Environment Programme’s country studies, and in
the country study programs sponsored by the
Netherlands and the United States. In addition,
many independent research institutions and
NGOs have begun their own programs on vul-
nerability and adaptation. Bilateral development
assistance agencies are also becoming interested in
adaptation.

Most of the early work has focused heavily on the
potential impacts of future climates are described
in climate scenarios derived from General
Circulation models (GCMs). A new generation of
research is now in the formative stage which pro-
vides for much greater attention to adaptation,
and which addresses adaptation and vulnerability
to current climate change and variability and
extremes as well as longer-term climate change.
The proposed new round of studies will also be
focused on the role of adaptation in development.
Although this change in perspective is now gener-
ally accepted as an appropriate step forward, the
methods to be employed and the scope of the

Check dam,
Chincholi, India
(February 1999).
Photo courtesy of
WOTR.



Box 2

Community-based Rangeland Rehabilitation for
Carbon Sequestration in Sudan

Beginning in 1992 and continuing through 2000, a group of
17 villages in the drought-prone Bara Province in Western
Sudan took part in a project, funded by the UNDP Global
Environmental Facility (GEF), to rehabilitate overexploited and
highly-vulnerable rangelands through the use of community-
based natural resource management (NRM) techniques. Cyclic
droughts had severely degraded grazing areas, reducing their
ability to regenerate and provide sufficient fodder for livestock,
while culti